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Abstract

Adult females enrolled in a twelve week aercbic exercise program
completed a multidimensional body esteem measure at the beginning angd
end bf the course. Results 1nd1cated that the women's attltudes
toward their bodies became more pOSItiVe on the physlcai éBBditibn
dimension of body esteem but not on the weight concern diﬁéﬁsicn.
These resuits are Eéhsistént with ﬁfé?iéus research (Franz01 & Herzog,
i§§6) and demonstrate the 1mportdﬁée of ut111z1ng multidzmen51ona1
body esteen measures when 1nvest1gat1ng the effect exercise has on

body attitudes. Results are further discussed in terms of

contemporary standards of female beauty in our society.




Research has shown that regularly engaging in vigorous exercise
has both physical and mental health benefits (e:g:, Brownell &
Stunkard, 1980; eiausen, 1956, Greist, Elschens, Kieln, & Faris, 1979:;
Keller & Seraganian, 1984; Martin & Dubbert, 1982; Mccann & Holmes,
1984; Morgan, 1981). Included within these mental health benefits is
a more positive evaluation of one's own body: adults who participate
1n exercise programs tend to develop more posxtive body esteemn (e d.,;
6oiilngwood & Willett, 1971; Hawklns, 198&, SIdney & Shephard, 1976).
Yet the probiem with past research 1nvest1gat1ng body attltude change
as a resuilt of exerc1se act1V1ty is that the body esteem measures
employed did not take into account the multidimensional nature of
people's body attitudes. Most of “hese studies merely asked global
questions about the exercisers’ body esteem using either single-item
measures or attitude measures that expressed body esteem as a single
score based on the sum of the individual's responses to body iteiis
(e:g., Secord & Jéﬁféfd; 1953) . The purpose of the present study wa
to use a recnntly developed muitldlmen51onal body esteem scale to

measure changes in women's attxtudes toward their bodies as a result

of their participation in a twelve week aerobic exercise program;

The Bod x Esteem Seale

Reéeﬁtiy; Franzoi and Shields (1984) demonstrated that when
people evaluate their own bodies, they do not merely engage in globai

SSessments (e g.; "I like or dlsllke my body"), but rather, evaluate

[+

their bodies in terms of dlstlnct dlmensxons. The Body Esteem Scale

(BES) that resulted from their factor anaiytlc work identified three

different body esteem dlmen51ons for both males and females.l In

ferales, body esteem consisted of attitudes toward sexual
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attféétiVéness, weight concern, and pﬁ§§1651 condition. The Sexual
Attractiveness subscale measures women's attitudes toward body parts
and functions associated with facial attractiveness and sexuallty

The Wexght Concern subscale also pertains to physlcal appearance bit
measures women's attitudes toward body parts that can be physically
aitered through controlllng food 1ntake and body functlons associated
w1th food intake: The third subscale for women, Physlcal Condition,

deais w1th women's attitudes toward their stamxna; strength, and

agility;

ths amount of aerobic exercise women engaged in per week was
pésiéivéiy related to esteei scores on the PhYSlCal Condition siubscale

(r = .46, p< 001), but not slgnificantiy related to sexual

attractiveness (r = 07) or weight concern (r = .09). Thése results
can be 1nterpreted as indicating that Giéoroﬁs exercise does not
result in an increase in all dimensions of body esteem, but snly in
those directiy related to physical performance. 65& probiem With this
firm conclus1ons can be drawn concerning the causal direction of this
relation.

class completed the Wexght Concern and Physlcal Condltion subscales of
the BES durlng +he first week of thie program and again during the
twelfth week. This type of research design allowed for clearer causail
conclusions if differences were found between the pre—test and
post-test measures. Baséd on past research (Franzoi & Herzog, 1986),

it was hypothesized that women's attitudes toward the body esteem
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dimension of physical condition would improve as a resul of exercise,
but that their attitudes toward the weight concern dimension of body
esteem would not demonstrate a similar improvement.2

Participants. Twenty=four women, ranging in age frou 25 to 47 (M

= 35.30, SD = 6.60), participated in the study:

Questionnaire. The questlonnazre consisted of the Welght Coricérn
and Physicai Condltlon subscales of the BES. As develcped by Franzoi

and shleids (i984), BES respondents rate 1nd1viduai body parts and

negative feeiings) to 5 ( Have strong p051tive feéiings) The Welght
Concern subscaie contalns the fOllOWlng body 1tems' appetite, Waiét;
thighs, body bulld buttocks, hlps, legs, figure or ﬁﬁ?éiéﬁe,
appearance of stomach, weight. The Physical Condition subscale
contains the follow1ng body 1tems- ﬁﬁyéiééi étaﬁina; reflexes,
muscular s strength energy level, biceps, physical coordination,

agitity, health, physical conditien; The BES has been ghbwn to be

and each subscale has adequateé internal con51stency (coefficient

aiphas ranglng from .78 to .87). In additlon, the BES subscales'

(Franzoi & ?éf£6§, 1986, Franzoi & Shlelds, i984) In addition to the
+wo BES subscaies, the questionnaire also contained 1tems asklng
reqpondents to 1n61cate their energy 1eve1 during the past week on a
five-p01nt scale (with "1" = "low" and "5" = "higa"), and ask¥ing them

to indicate their height, weight, and age.
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Proéédﬁre; During the first ciass of a twelve week aerobic dance

program (a one hour course, meetlng three tlmes a week with 25 minites
of stretchlng and strengthenlng exercises, 25 m1nute= of aerobic
exercxse and 10 minutes of cool-down), beginning female exercisers
were asked to part1c1pate in a study which wouid requlre them to
answer questions about their body attitudes and physical ;apabiiities.
Once they agreed to participate and completed the questionnaire; they
were asked to do as many push-ups as they could, and to then mark the
number completed on a separate sheet: Twelve weeks later,
part1c1pants agaln were administered the questlonnalre and recorded

the number of completed push-ups.

Results
enaﬁgéé During the Twelve Week Program

Ana1y51s of variance within a randomIzed block déSlgn (Klrk
i968) was employed to deterdiine differences between the pra=test and
post ~test measures. Durlng the twelve week exercise progranmn, the
women reported a 51gn1ficant increase in the;r energy leval (M =
2:92, SD = .95 and M = 3:42; 8D, = :86, Fi 23 = 5.77, p<
.05). This selF-reported energy increase manifested itself
behavlorally by a 51gn1f1cant increase in the number of push-ups the

women were able to compiete at the end of the 12 Weeks (Mi = 15 1g,

5D, = 2?319 and M, = 23;29’ Sh, = 7:40, Fi)ié = 9.42, p<
;661)*3 These findings 1ndicate that the aerobic exercisé program

was effectlve in dellvering physxcal benefits to ths part1c1pants.
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As predicted, the exercisers' BES weight concern subscale scores

did not change elgnlficantiy from the beglnnlng of the course to the

end of the course (M = 26;67; SDi = 8.38 and M— = 28, 42, SBE

= 9,16, Fi 53 = 2.78, ns), but their BES physical condition subscale
scores did become more positi@e (M = 29.88, SDi = 5.65 and M, =
§2.25, SD, = 5.25, §1;25 = 5.47, p<.05).

Discussion

The present study indicates that part1c1patlon by women in

body esteem deaiing with physical COndltlon, but no correspondlng

increase in a body esteem dlmen51on deallng with wexght concern.

and Héfiog (1986) whlch found that amount of aerobic exercise engaged
in 5éf week only appeared to influence women's physical eondition
dimension of body esteem.

one possikle reason why physically fit women do not becoiie more
favorable in their assessments of Welght-related body parts and
functions as a result of increased exercise activity is that our
soc1ety sets unreallsticaliy WEhin® standards for female beauty
Indeed in a recent study of what body aspects people use in judging
phy51cal attractiveness, rranzol and Herzog (1987) found eVIdence
1nd1cat1ng that the body items comprlslng the weight concern subscale
of theé BES figured more promlnently in people's judgments of female
attractiveness than did body items from tlie other tWO BES subscales.
Their results also indicated that women tend to evaluate their bodies

more negatively when compared to men's body esteem assessments.
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judge women's other personal qualities than it is for men: 1In other
words, women have more to lose by not meeting societal standards of
beauty because they have fewer nonmphysical factors to fali back upon
to raise their overali aﬁﬁéEI* With these greater cuitural pressurps
to meet an ideal standard, it is not surprising that actxveiy

welght concern,; even though they have more positive attitudes toward

their phy51cal condition;

Sf taklng 1nto account the multidimensionail nature of body esteem when
assessing the impact that exercise has on people's body attitudes.
This study indicatez that women who exercise wiii likely experierice an
increase in one dxmen51on of body esteem specxfxcaiiy related to
physical condition, but are unlikely to develop more positive
attitudes toward other body esteen dimensions. It w11i be important
for future resear chers 1nvest1gat1ng body esteéem in phy51caily active
1nd1v1duals to avoid unidxmen51ona1 measures of the ccnstruct so as
not to arrive at erroneous conclusions concerning the benefits of

exercise on body attitudes.
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1. Since the present study deait with female body esteem, the mate

body esteem dimensions are not described For a full description of

the male BES subscales the reader should refer to Fran201 and Shields

{1984) and Franzoi and Herzog (1986) .

2. The Sexual Attractxveness subscale of the BES was not administered
to the women in the present study for two reasorns: (i) the sﬁﬁscaie
contained body itefis that cannot be changed through exercise (ncse,
1ips, ears, chin, appearance of é?és, cheeks/cheekbones, Bé&? ﬁair;
face; sex organs), and thus, there was no reason to believe that this
dimension of body esteem would be affected by exercise ct1v1ty; and
(2) the researcher was concerned that the rémaining items on the
Sexual Attractiveness Sibscale (sex &fiﬁé, sex activ1ties) might
resu1t in some women rnot volunteerxng to participate due to the very
perSonal self-disclosure required in responding to such items. The
Weight Concern subscale was included ever though Franzoi and Herzog
(1986) fouid nHo relation between it and amount of exercise activity

because body items on thls subscale can be affected by exercIse (e.qg.,

waist, thighs, hips; legs; buttocks).

. A - - Lt e . S LT .
3. Eight of the exercisers were not included in this ana1y51s of

10
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